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Chapters One and Two 



The manuscript from which this review comes is a galley proof which the publisher 
generously provided me. Pagination and other similar technical matters will 
therefore be contingent. My purpose in the review (in its multiple parts) to follow 
is to summarize and analyze Wenham's work. 

Wenham perceives what he describes as a 'blind spot' existing in the literature 
concerning the importance of the Psalms as a source forming Christian ethics. He 
even suggests, with good reason, that 

... although the theology of the psalms has been closely analyzed, their 
ethics have been largely ignored (p. 5). 

So, when he passes through the introductory matters he turns to an examination 
of the various 'Jewish and Christian Approaches to the Psalms' (Ch 1). 

Here my concern is simply to record what the canonical texts say 
about the use of the psalms in Old Testament times. I will then 
review the use of the psalms in subsequent eras (p. 11). 

It's plain to see that Wenham has been in academic circles for a good while. And I 
mean that as a compliment. He continuously reinforces the material which he has 
covered so that the opening paragraphs of each chapter will, from 2 onward, 
summarize briefly what has gone before. In this way readers (and students, whom 
he clearly has in mind) are regularly reminded of the central issues. 

Wenham's writing style is lucid and engaging and at points even artistic. But I'm 
not sure he's always right in the first chapter. For instance, he writes on page 12 

Song is first mentioned when the ark was brought from Kiriath-jearim 
to Jerusalem .... 

But that seems incorrect given the famous 'Song' of Exodus. Nor am I as certain as 
he seems to be of the 'rightness' of William Holladay's analysis of the Psalms and 



the apparent security with which he places them in particular 'situations in life' in 
Ancient Israel's Temple and Synagogues. 

But such historical hesitations take nothing from Wenham's overall argument and 
shouldn't be understood as anything but a minor disagreement about a minor 
historical issue. Indeed, when Wenham comes to discuss the use of the Psalms in 
the early Church and cites Athanasius he offers readers some tremendously 
intriguing insights. 

Also intriguing is the little aside, the little 'throw-away' line found on page 23 
where W. notes 

In the Middle Ages the Psalter was the only portion of Scripture that 
the laity was permitted to own. 

Also worth noting is the way in which Wenham engages readers in the present. In 
this volume he doesn't merely point out dry as dust old facts that are of interest 
only to antiquarians; he makes it quite clear that the topic has present day 
relevance. Take these lines for instance: 

... in the English speaking world use of the psalms has often 
languished, as hymns and worship songs with catchy tunes have 
tended to displace the psalms, which are not so easy to sing. This 
trend would have appalled the apostolic church and the great 
reformers... (p. 25). 

Very true, isn't it? 

Chapter two is concerned with critical approaches to the Psalms. For persons 
familiar with the subject matter there's nothing revolutionary or ground-breaking 
here but new students of the Psalms will learn a massive amount. Form critical 
and canonical critical methodologies are described but at the end of the day... 

... for a study of the ethics of the psalms, it probably is not of great 
moment whether one adopts a form critical or a canonical approach, 
for both agree that throughout their usage the psalms have been a 
vehicle of prayer both public and private (p. 40). 



Overall, Wenham does a fine job in the first two chapters. He communicates his 
ideas well and he isn't side-tracked by rabbit chasing. He is, in point of fact, a very, 
very good writer. 

When Wenham gets to his third chapter he wants to suggest that the psalter is an 
anthology that is intended to be memorized. That, though, is the material to be 
covered in the next review-installment. 
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